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Postvention as Prevention: 
Understanding the Impact 
of Suicide

Issue
Among the general population, 51% of people 
during their lifetime have been exposed to at 
least one suicide of someone they knew, and 
28% have been exposed to two or more suicide 
deaths.1 Rates of exposure in current and former 
military members range from 57% to 65%.2,3 
Research suggests that 135 people are exposed 
to each death by suicide.4 Those bereaved by 
suicide have a greater probability of attempting 
suicide than those bereaved by other causes5 
and are at increased risk for several physical6 
and mental health conditions.7,8 Clinicians can 
refer bereaved patients to local support services 
and offer their support early and often. 

Key Findings
Characteristics and Effects of Bereavement
•	 Though several studies have found no difference in 

the levels of depression, anxiety, or stress experienced 
by the suicide bereaved,9 some studies suggest that 
certain kinship groups experience elevated risk of mental 
disorders, particularly those bereaved by the suicide of 
their spouse,7 their child, or their mother.8

•	 Compared with those bereaved by other sudden causes 
of death, those bereaved by suicide have higher scores for 
somatic reactions and feelings of rejection, stigmatization, 
responsibility, and shame.9

•	 Bereavement by suicide is a specific risk factor for suicide 
attempts when compared with bereavement due to deaths 
from sudden natural causes. However, a study did not 
find an association between bereavement by suicide and 
suicidal ideation, which may be explained by high baseline 
rates of prebereavement suicidal ideation.5

•	 Several factors influence the distress associated with suicide 
bereavement for those who lose a loved one who served 
in the military. Those factors include the potential crises 
associated with a disrupted lifestyle for dependent spouses 
and children, the experience of having a loved one’s death 
reported by news outlets and shared on social media, and 
the uncertainty and the complexity of participating in death 
investigations.10

•	 Some evidence suggests a greater association between 
bereavement by suicide and poor physical health outcomes 
than between other forms of bereavement and poor health 
outcomes. However, other studies show a lowered risk of 
some poor physical health outcomes or find no difference in 
physical health outcomes.7

Stigma
•	 People bereaved by suicide may face stigma in the form 

of several common stereotypes, prejudices, and kinds of 
discrimination. Stereotypes range from the idea that the 
family caused the suicide to the perception that the family 
members are victims. Prejudices are related to blaming or 
pitying the family, annoyance that the suicide had disrupted 
the lives of others, and even fear of contagion from the 
suicide-affected family. Types of discrimination include 
shunning, avoidance in conversation, shaming through 
gossip, impatience with the bereaved, denial of support in 
the workplace, and mistrusting the family.11

•	 Combating stigma may be further complicated for those 
bereaved by a military suicide by factors such as the 
perception of suicide deaths in the military as “dishonorable,” 
inconsistent recognition of military service of those who have 
died by suicide, and the perception that military families 
should protect the reputation of the deceased by carrying on 
rather than seeking support.10

•	 The perception of stigma experienced by people bereaved by 
suicide correlates with the intensity of depressive symptoms 
and the duration of mourning. The perception of stigma 
may lead a person to refuse to discuss the experience or an 
inclination to dismiss or minimize its impact.12
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Postvention Needs
•	 Although people bereaved by suicide report that family and friends are the most valued form of support, many also experience 

a need for professional support or a sense of comfort from knowing that professional support is available. They also value 
the opportunity to connect with others who have been bereaved by suicide, and most who seek support access it through 
community bereavement support groups.13

•	 Those bereaved by suicide report needing information to counter stigma, such as rates of suicide, information on why an 
individual would consider suicide, and practical information about how to move forward. Hearing the stories of other people 
bereaved by suicide is identified as important both as a way of feeling hopeful and as a way of decreasing stigma.14

Implications
Despite evidence that bereavement by suicide has a number of negative mental and physical health consequences, more 
research is required to identify consistently effective interventions for suicide bereavement and its associated outcomes.15,16 The 
evidence that does exist suggests that interventions should include numerous supportive, therapeutic, and educational sessions 
over an extended period. Pursuing strategies to alter detrimental aspects of a patient’s social environment may also increase the 
effectiveness of interventions.15

Ways You Can Help
•	 Consider referring patients bereaved by suicide to military suicide loss peer support programs such as Tragedy Assistance 

Program for Survivors.10

•	 Consider providing suicide loss survivors with the American Foundation for Suicide Prevention and the American Association of 
Suicidology websites, which include educational materials and search engines for local support groups: afsp.org/find-support/
ive-lost-someone/resources-loss-survivors and suicidology.org/suicide-survivors/suicide-loss-survivors.

•	 The Office of Decedent Affairs at each VA medical center offers support to survivors of loss regarding the benefits and services 
available through VA. Resources for survivors are also available online from the VA Office of Survivors Assistance:  
VA.gov/Survivors.13

There is no single cause of suicide. It is often the result of a complex interaction of risk and protective 
factors at the individual, interpersonal, community, and societal levels. To prevent Veteran suicide, we 
must maximize protective factors and minimize risk factors at all of these levels.

References
1	 Feigelman, W., J. Cerel, J. L. McIntosh, D. Brent, and N. Gutin. 2017. Suicide exposures and 

bereavement among American adults: Evidence from the 2016 General Social Survey. Journal 
of Affective Disorders 277.

2	 Bryan, C.J., Cerel, J. and Bryan, A.O., 2017. Exposure to suicide is associated with increased 
risk for suicidal thoughts and behaviors among National Guard military personnel. 
Comprehensive Psychiatry 77, pp.12-19.

3	 Hom, M.A., Stanley, I.H., Gutierrez, P.M. and Joiner Jr, T.E., 2017. Exploring the association 
between exposure to suicide and suicide risk among military service members and veterans. 
Journal of Affective Disorders 207, pp.327-335.

4	 Cerel, J., M. M. Brown, M. Maple, et al. 2018. How many people are exposed to suicide? Not 
six. Suicide and Life-Threatening Behavior 49, no. 2:529-534.

5	 Pitman, A. L., D. P. J. Osborn, K. Rantell, and M. B. King. 2016. Bereavement by suicide as a risk 
factor for suicide attempt: A cross-sectional national UK-wide study of 3432 young bereaved 
adults. BMJ Open 6, no. 1: e009948.

6	 Spillane, A., C. Larkin, P. Corocran, K. Matvienko-Sikar, F. Riordan, and E. Arensman. Physical 
and psychosomatic health outcomes in people bereaved by suicide compared to people 
bereaved by other modes of death: A systematic review. BMC Public Health 17, no. 1: 939.

7	 Erlangsen, A., B. Runeson, J. M. Bolton, et al. 2017. Association between spousal suicide and 
mental, physical, and social health outcomes: A longitudinal and nationalwide register-based 
study. JAMA Psychiatry 74, no. 5:456–464.

8	 Pitman, A., D. Osborn, M. King, and A. Erlangsen. 2014. Effects of suicide bereavement on 
mental health and suicide risk. Lancet Psychiatry 1, no. 1:86–94.

9	 Kolves, K., Q. Zhao, V. Ross, J. Hawgood, S. H. Spence, and D. de Leo. 2019. Suicide and other 
sudden death bereavement of immediate family members: An analysis of grief reactions 
six-months after death. Journal of Affective Disorders 243:96–102.

10	 Harrington-LaMorie, J., J. R. Jordan, K. Ruocco, and J. Cerel. 2018. Surviving families of military 
suicide loss: Exploring postvention peer support. Death Studies 42, no. 3: 143–54.

11	 Sheehan, L., P. W. Corrigan, M. A. Al-Khouja, et al. 2018. Behind closed doors: The stigma of 
suicide loss survivors. Omega – Journal of Death and Dying 77, no. 4: 330–49.

12	 Scocco, P., A. Preti, S. Totaro, P. W. Corrigan, C. Castriotta, and the SOPROXI Team. 2019. 
Stigma, grief and depressive symptoms in help-seeking people bereaved through suicide. 
Journal of Affective Disorders 224: 223–30.

13	 Pitman, A., T. De Douza, A. Khrisna Putri, et al. 2018. Support needs and experiences of 
people bereaved by suicide: Qualitative findings from a cross-sectional British study of 
bereaved young adults. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health 15, 
no. 4: E666.

14	 McGill, K., S. Hackney, and J. Skehan. 2018. Information needs of people after a suicide 
attempt: A thematic analysis. Patient Education and Counseling.

15	 Andriessen, K., K. Krysinska, N. T. M. Hill, et al. 2019. Effectiveness of interventions for people 
bereaved through suicide: A systematic review of controlled studies of grief, psychosocial 
and suicide-related outcomes. BMC Psychiatry 19, no. 1: 49.

16	 Maple, M., T. Pearce, R. Sanford, J. Cerel, D. A. C. Dransart, and K. Andriessen. 2018. A 
systematic mapping of suicide bereavement and postvention research and a proposed 
strategic research agenda. Crisis 39, no.4: 275–82.

https://afsp.org/find-support/ive-lost-someone/resources-loss-survivors
https://afsp.org/find-support/ive-lost-someone/resources-loss-survivors
https://www.suicidology.org/suicide-survivors/suicide-loss-survivors
http://VA.gov/Survivors

